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1
TRANSFER APPARATUS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to a transfer device which
transfers a load, by sliding the load, from a first storage space
to a second storage space, and preferably may be used for a
stacker crane, a station for automated transfer system, and
other applications.

2. Description of the Related Art

A load transfer device is mounted on a stacker crane in
order to transfer a load between a rack for holding the load
and the stacker crane for loading and unloading the load to
and from the rack. Such a load transfer device is also used for
a station at which a load is loaded to or unloaded from a
transfer vehicle for automatically transferring a load.
Examples of'a method for transferring a load between the first
storage space and the second storage space include: a fork
lifting method which includes lifting a load with forks; a
suction pick-up method which includes picking up a load by
applying suction thereto; a pick-up belt method which
includes moving a load by a pick-up belt conveyor, and a
pull-up method which includes pulling up aload using a claw
placed on the back side of the load.

These methods for transferring have various disadvan-
tages. For instance, in the fork lifting method, the load needs
to be moved up and down at the time of transfer, and thus a
relatively large space is required in upward and downward
directions of the load. As a result, such a space becomes a
dead space for a rack for storing the load. In the suction
pick-up method, the load is held by a suction cup, and thus a
surface condition of the load is limited. In the pick-up belt
method, there are many restrictions such as a load having to
overhang from a rack. In the pull-up method, a difference in
level between a transfer origin and a transfer destination
causes damage to a load which results from being scraped at
the edge of the transfer destination or collapse of a corner of
the load which results from being dropped onto the transfer
destination.

Examples of a method for transferring which has relatively
fewer disadvantages include a clamping method (see Japa-
nese Unexamined Patent Application Publication No. 2002-
167008). The clamping method includes: inserting arms 101
into a space available at the sides or the like of a load 200 in
a direction (indicated by an arrow B) opposite to a transfer
direction (indicated by an arrow A), as shown in FIGS. 8 A and
8B; clamping the load with the arms 101, as shown in FIG.
8C; and sliding and transferring the load by moving the arms
101 holding the load 200 in the transfer direction.

The clamping method has, for example, an advantage of
completing transfer in a short time in the case where shapes of
loads to be transferred are standardized.

In the clamping method, however, the level of the transfer
destination is often set slightly lower than that of the transfer
origin so that a load is smoothly transferred. In such a situa-
tion, it is not possible to receive, from a surface of the transfer
destination, a force for supporting the load from below at the
time of transferring the load from the transfer origin to the
transfer destination. When a portion in contact with the load
cannot support the weight of the load, a frictional force is
generated between the portion in contact with the load and the
load, which may result in frictional wear of or damage to the
portion in contact with the load. In particular, when an elastic
body such as rubber is used for the portion in contact with the
load, a problem such as necessity of frequently replacing the
elastic body occurs. In contrast, when a transfer device con-
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tinues to support the load, it is necessary to clamp the load
excessively, thereby stressing the load. Moreover, releasing
the clamped load causes the entire load to fall freely, thereby
damaging the load or generating a kinetic friction force on the
portion in contact with the load.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Preferred embodiments of the present invention have been
conceived in view of the problems and provide a transfer
device which prevents generation of kinetic friction forces on
a portion in contact with a load without heavily stressing the
load.

A transfer device according to a preferred embodiment of
the present invention is a transfer device which transfers a
clamped load, by sliding the load, between a first storage
space and a second storage space that are adjacent to each
other, the transfer device including: a contact body which
comes into contact with the load; an arm which generates,
through the contact body, a force in a clamping direction that
is a horizontal direction with respect to the load; and a joint
which connects the contact body and the arm movably in a
vertical direction, without moving the contact body in the
clamping direction with respect to the arm.

With this structure, for instance, even when the clamped
load is transferred from the first storage space, a transfer
origin, to the second storage space, a transfer destination,
which is at a level lower than the first storage space, the
contact body can fall following a fall of the load. Thus, it is
possible to transfer the load without generating a kinetic
friction force at the portion in contact with the load. There-
fore, it is possible to avoid wear or damage of the contact body
caused by the kinetic friction force, and to extend a life of the
contact body.

Moreover, it is preferred that the joint includes an elastic
body which supports the contact body in an upward biased
state with respect to the arm.

With this structure, even when the contact body falls fol-
lowing the load, releasing the clamped load allows the contact
body to return to a predetermined position with respect to the
arm due to the bias of the elastic body. Thus, even when loads
are consecutively transferred, it is possible to perform the
transfer efficiently.

Furthermore, it is preferred that the joint further includes a
second elastic body which provides a downward bias to the
contact body with respect to the arm.

With this structure, when, for example, the arm is moved
without clamping the load, it is possible to prevent a flutter of
the contact body relative to the arm.

Accordingly, preferred embodiments of the present inven-
tion achieves both reduction in the stress on the load and
extension of the life of the portion in contact with the load,
while using the clamping method.

The above and other elements, features, steps, characteris-
tics and advantages of the present invention will become more
apparent from the following detailed description of the pre-
ferred embodiments with reference to the attached drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a perspective view showing a portion of an auto-
mated warehouse provided with a stacker crane including a
transfer device.

FIG. 2 is a side view schematically showing the automated
warehouse.

FIG. 3 is a top view showing the transfer device attached to
an elevating table.
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FIGS. 4A and 4B are diagrams showing how a contact
body is attached in which FIG. 4A is a side view, and 4B is a
top view showing an arm of which a portion is omitted.

FIG. 5 is a diagram schematically showing a state of trans-
ferring a load from a first storage space to a second storage
space.

FIG. 6 is a diagram schematically showing a state of the
load transferred to the second storage space.

FIGS. 7A and 7B are diagrams schematically showing an
operation in the case of not including an elastic body and a
second elastic body.

FIGS. 8A-8D is a diagram showing a concept of transfer in
a clamping method.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

The following describes a transfer device according to
preferred embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 1 is a perspective view showing a portion of an auto-
mated warehouse provided with a stacker crane including a
transfer device.

As shown in FIG. 1, a stacker crane 301 in an automated
warehouse 300 automatically carries a load 200 to a rack 302
or carries the load 200 out of the rack 302. The automated
warehouse 300 includes the stacker crane 301, the rack 302
provided along a passage of the stacker crane 301, and a
station where the load 200 is put at the time of carrying in and
out.

FIG. 2 is a side view schematically showing the automated
warehouse.

The stacker crane 301 includes a framework preferably
defined by joining a lower carriage 311 and an upper carriage
312 with a mast 313, and a structure in which an elevating
table 316 moves up and down along the mast 313.

A transfer device 100 is attached to the elevating table 316.

FIG. 3 is a top view showing the transfer device attached to
an elevating table.

As shown in FIG. 3, the transfer device 100 transfers, using
the clamping method, the load 200 between the rack 302, a
first storage space, and the elevating table 316, a second
storage space, and includes arms 101, contact bodies 109,
intermediate rails 103, fixed rails 104, and width-changing
rails 105.

Each of the arms 101 is a bar member which generates,
through one of the contact bodies 109, a force in a clamping
direction (a horizontal direction in FIG. 3) with respect to the
load 200, and moves, in a space available at the sides of the
load 200, along an axis of a transfer direction of the load 200.

Each of the fixed rails 104 is a member fixed to the elevat-
ing table 316. Each of the intermediate rails 103 slides along
one of the fixed rails 104.

The intermediate rail 103 is a member which slidably
retains the arm 101, and is slidably attached to the fixed rail
104. The intermediate rail 103 is arranged to protrude the arm
101 far while maintaining a predetermined structural
strength.

The transfer device 100 according to this preferred
embodiment has a telescopic structure defined by the fixed
rail 104, the intermediate rail 103, and the arm 101. When a
driving device (not shown) slides and protrudes the interme-
diate rail 103 with respect to the fixed rail 104, the arm 101
slides and protrudes with respect to the intermediate rail 103
in conjunction with the operation by the driving device.

Each of the width-changing rails 105 is a rail for moving
one of the fixed rails 104 in the clamping direction (the
horizontal direction in FIG. 3) so that a distance between the
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arms 101 is adjusted to clamp the load 200. Moving the fixed
rails 104 along the width-changing rails 105 brings the con-
tact bodies 109 into contact with the load 200 via the arms
101. Then, the load 200 is clamped by the contact bodies 109
with a predetermined clamping force generated by further
moving the fixed rails 104 along the width-changing rails 105
to narrow the distance between the arms 101.

FIGS. 4A and 4B are diagrams showing how a contact
body is attached. FIG. 4A is a side view, and FIG. 4B is a top
view showing an arm of which a portion is omitted.

As shown in FIGS. 4A and 4B, the contact body 109 is
attached to the arm 101 via joints 130.

The contact body 109 is a bar member which comes into
contact with the load 200. In this preferred embodiment, the
contact body 109 includes a base plate 111 and an adhering
unit 112.

The base plate 111 is a highly-rigid plate-shaped member
which provides in a planar manner the clamping force for the
load 200, and is attached to the arm 101 via the joints 130 so
that the base plate 111 protrudes more to a side of the load 200
than to that of the arm 101.

The adhering unit 112 preferably is an element which
adheres to the load 200 and gives to the load a force in the
transfer direction through friction. In this preferred embodi-
ment, the adhering unit 112 preferably is a thin plate made of
rubber (elastomer), and is attached across the entire surface of
the base plate 111, for example.

Each of the joints 130 preferably is a unit which connects
the contact body 109 and the arm 101 movably in a vertical
direction (vertical direction in FIG. 4A), without moving
along the axis of the clamping direction (an arrow indicated in
FIG. 4B) with respect to the arm 101. The joint 130 includes
a guide rod 131, a slider 132, an elastic body 133, and a
second elastic body 134.

The guide rod 131 preferably is a rod-shaped member
attached, as a bridge, to two frames 108 attached in a protrud-
ing manner to a tip of the arm 101 at a predetermined distance
from each other. In this preferred embodiment, the guide rod
131 preferably has a columnar shape.

The slider 132 preferably is a member which is regulated
by the guide rod 131 and slides along the guide rod 131. In this
preferred embodiment, the slider 131 is arranged such that a
guide hole 135 into which the guide rod 131 is inserted
penetrates vertically, and one of ends of the slider 132 is fixed
to the contact body 109.

The elastic body 133 is a member which supports the
contact body 109 in an upward biased state with respect to the
arm 101. In this preferred embodiment, the elastic body 133
is a coil spring which supports the contact body 109 via the
slider 132 fixed to the contact body 109. The elastic body 133
is arranged so as to coil around the guide rod 131. The elastic
body 133 includes a first end in contact with the lower frame
108, and a second end in contact with an undersurface of the
slider 132. In this situation, when a downward weight of a
load is applied to the contact body 109, the elastic body 133
contracts, and the contact body 109 moves downward with
respect to the arm 101. When the weight is removed, the
contact body 109 rises to a predetermined position due to the
biasing force of the elastic body 133.

The second elastic body 134 preferably is a member which
provides a downward bias to the contact body 109 with
respect to the arm 101. In this preferred embodiment, the
second elastic body 134 preferably is a coil spring which
provides a downward bias to the contact body 109 via the
slider 132 fixed to the contact body 109. The second elastic
body 134 is arranged to coil around the guide rod 131. The
second elastic body 134 includes a first end in contact with the
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upper frame 108, and a second end in contact with a top
surface of the slider 132. With this structure, it is possible to
prevent the flutter of the contact body 109.

In this preferred embodiment, the guide rod 131, the slider
132, the elastic body 133, and the second elastic body 134
define a set, and the set is provided to first and second ends of
the contact body 109. The guide hole 135 provided to the
slider 132 preferably is a long hole extending, on a vertical
plane, in a direction perpendicular or substantially perpen-
dicular to the axis of the clamping direction. With this, the
contact body 109 is capable of tilting on the vertical plane
with respect to the guide rod 131.

The following describes operations of the transfer device
100 at the time of transferring the load 200 from the rack 302
to the elevating table 316 of the stacker crane 301.

First, the elevating table 316 moves to a position where the
load 200 to be transferred is stored. Here, a surface on which
the load 200 is placed is adjusted to be at the same level as a
surface of the elevating table 316 on which the load 200 is to
be placed, and the surfaces are adjacent to each other.

Next, the intermediate rails 103 are protruded toward the
rack 302 with respect to the fixed rails 104. At this phase, the
distance between the two arms 101 is adjusted to be slightly
greater than a width of the load 200 to be transferred.

The arms 101 are protruded toward the rack 302 until the
arms 101 reach a predetermined position with respect to the
intermediate rails 103, in conjunction with the protrusion of
the intermediate rails 103. Then, the fixed rails 104 are moved
in conjunction with the width-changing rails 105, and the load
200 is clamped via the contact bodies 109. In this situation,
the contact bodies 109 are attached so as not to move in the
clamping direction relative to the arms 101, and thus it is
possible to generate a sufficient clamping force between the
contact bodies 109 and the load 200.

Next, while the load 200 is being clamped, the arms 101 are
retracted concurrently with retraction of the intermediate rails
103 with respect to the fixed rails 104. This generates, in the
vertical direction, a static frictional force between the load
200 and the adhering units 112 with respect to the clamping
force, and the load 200 is transferred to a side of the stacker
crane 301 using the static frictional force.

FIG. 5 is a diagram schematically showing a state of trans-
ferring a load from a first storage space to a second storage
space.

As shown in FIG. 5, in order to smoothly transfer the load
200, the elevating table 316, the second storage space, is
regulated to be slightly lower than the rack 302, the first
storage space. Thus, the load 200 slightly tilts when strad-
dling the rack 302 and the elevating table 316. Even in this
case, the contact bodies 109 tilt relative to the arms 101 due to
a relationship between the guide rods 131 of the joints 130
and the guide holes 135, long holes, and follow the tilt of the
load 200. Therefore, it is possible to continue the transfer
without generating an excessive force between the load 200
and the adhering units 112 such as the kinetic friction force.

FIG. 6 is a diagram schematically showing a state of the
load transferred to the second storage space.

As shown in FIG. 6, the contact bodies 109 follow the load
200 placed on the elevating table 316 positioned lower than
the rack 302, and are weighed down with respect to the arms
101. Consequently, it is possible to transfer the load 200 from
the rack 302 having the different level to the elevating table
316 without causing the load 200 and the adhering units 112
of'the contact bodies 109 to be worn down, and to extend a life
of the adhering units 112.

Lastly, the clamped load 200 is released, and the transfer is
completed.
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It is to be noted that although this preferred embodiment
has described the case where the elastic body 133 and the
second elastic body 134 are preferably used, the present
invention is not limited to this case. Even in the case of not
using the elastic body 133 and the second elastic body 134, as
shown in FIGS. 7A and 7B, itis possible to solve the problems
by moving the arms 101 up and down. Specifically, as shown
in FIG. 7A, the contact bodies 109 are not biased relative to
the arms 101, and thus the contact bodies 109 are positioned
lowest with respect to the arms 101. In this situation, the arms
101 are moved closer to the load 200, and the contact bodies
109 are made in contact with the load 200. Next, even when
the arms 101 are moved down as shown in FIG. 7B, a position
ofthe contact bodies 109 in contact with the load 200 does not
change. Therefore, horizontally moving the arms 101 in the
state shown in FIG. 7B transfers the load 200, and it is pos-
sible to cause the contact bodies 109 to follow a movement of
the load 200 even when there is the level difference between
the first storage space and the second storage space.

Various preferred embodiments of the present invention
can be used in, for example, an automated warehouse or a
factory where an automated transfer vehicle transfers a load
from a predetermined place to another place.

While preferred embodiments of the present invention
have been described above, it is to be understood that varia-
tions and modifications will be apparent to those skilled in the
art without departing from the scope and spirit of the present
invention. The scope of the present invention, therefore, is to
be determined solely by the following claims.

The invention claimed is:

1. A transfer device which transfers a clamped load, by
sliding the load, between a first storage space and a second
storage space that are adjacent to each other, the transfer
device comprising:

a first contact body and a second contact body that contact

the load;

a first arm and a second arm that generate, respectively
through the first and second contact bodies, a force in a
clamping direction that is a horizontal direction with
respect to the load when the first and second contact
bodies come into contact with opposing sides of the
load; and

a first joint and a second joint that respectively connect the
contact body and the arm, without moving the contact
body in the clamping direction with respect to the arm;
wherein

in response to a tilting of the load, the first and second
contact bodies tilt according to the tilting of the load;

the first and second contact bodies are movable in a vertical
direction at the first joint and the second joint, respec-
tively, such that the first and second contact bodies tilt in
respective vertical planes that are adjacent to the load
and perpendicular or substantially perpendicular to the
clamping direction; and

the first and second joints each include a first elastic body
that supports the respective first or second contact body
in an upward biased state with respect to the respective
first or second arm.

2. The transfer device according to claim 1, wherein the
first and second joints each include a second elastic body that
provides a downward bias to the respective first or second
contact body with respect to the respective first or second arm.

3. The transfer device according to claim 2, wherein:

the first and second joints each include a slider that is fixed
to the respective first or second contact body and that
moves along a guide rail; and
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the respective first or second contact body is tilted, relative

to the respective first or second arm, according to the
movement of the slider along the guide rail.

4. The transfer device according to claim 3, wherein the
first elastic body of each of the first and second joints is in 5
contact with a lower surface of the slider.

5. The transfer device according to claim 3, wherein the
second elastic body of each of the first and second joints is in
contact with an upper surface of the slider.

6. The transfer device according to claim 3, wherein the 10
slider moves along the guide rail according to biasing forces
applied by the first elastic body and the second elastic body.

7. The transfer device according to claim 2, wherein the
second elastic body is a coil spring.

8. The transfer device according to claim 1, wherein: 15

the first and second joints each include a slider that is fixed

to the respective first or second contact body and that
moves along a guide rail; and

the respective first or second contact body is tilted, relative

to the respective first or second arm, according to the 20
movement of the slider along the guide rail.

9. The transfer device according to claim 8, wherein the
slider moves along the guide rail according to a biasing force
applied by the first elastic body.

10. The transfer device according to claim 1, wherein the 25
first elastic body is a coil spring.
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